JOURNAL VOLUME 27 | ISSUE 88 | 2014 As an eye health worker you will be aware of various community interventions for improving eye health. These can involve encouraging people to take better care of their eyes (e.g. specific behaviour change programmes such as encouraging hand and face washing and improving infant feeding practices) and projects that increase the number of people who make use of available services (e.g. encouraging older people to come for cataract surgery, conducting outreach programmes, providing services in the community, or mass drug distribution programmes).
The key message of this issue is that improving eye health in the community can only be done in partnership with the community itself. There is no 'one size fits all'! A service or intervention that has been successful in one community may very easily fail in another. This is because each community is different, and there may be specific beliefs and traditions which will affect community members' willingness to change their habits or behaviour. There may also be particular barriers, unique to a particular community, that may limit the uptake of different services. It is therefore essential to first understand the community and then to involve them in the planning of interventions and services that suit their needs.
In some communities, a lack of knowledge, or risky behaviour that is considered socially acceptable, may increase people's risk of vision loss and blindness. This includes the behaviour of individuals (e.g. working in hazardous environments without eye protection) or the community as a whole (e.g. socially acceptable feeding practices that may lead to higher risk of vitamin A deficiency). It is important to fully understand these underlying issues before trying to make any changes and to work together with the community to challenge risky behaviour and promote good eye health behaviour.
A second key way that you can improve eye health at the community level is to understand the potential barriers to uptake of services. There are many reasons why communities may not use eye health services, even when they are available. The barriers will vary from community to community (see the panel on page 63) and will require different solutions, depending on circumstances and what resources you have available.
Ways of overcoming these barriers, and improving the community's eye health, should be found in partnership with the local community.
Showing respect for the community and involving them in both the design and the implementation of services is crucial to any programme's success. This issue discusses how to involve all members of the community -including women and people with disabilities -in order to make sure that everyone's voice is heard. We will look at simple, effective ways in which you can empower the community to improve their eye health and work alongside them to deliver services that adequately meet their needs and that everyone is comfortable and confident using.
The first step will always be to understand the community, which is explored in detail in the article 'How to empower communities to take action on improving eye health' (page 64).
The article 'Techniques to encourage people to take better care of their eye health' (page 67) then gives specifi c examples of techniques you can use, depending on the type of services that you are hoping to provide.
For example, if you are planning a mobile eye health clinic that will visit each village once a month then you might want to consider the 'facilitating access' section on how to make sure that there are no barriers to accessing the mobile clinic.
One potential barrier might be that people with mobility impairments may not be able to walk to the mobile clinic. Working together with the community, you might be able to come up with a solution, such as a list of people who need to be visited in their homes.
Another example might be that you wish to begin a mass drug distribution programme. Through discussion with the community, you may become aware of a general fear or mistrust in drugs, and it may be important to consider providing additional information on what the drug is and how it works to ensure uptake.
The issue also looks at ways in which you can measure the success, or impact, of the services that you provide (page 64) and make sure that they are meeting the needs of communities themselves.
This process does not involve a huge amount of work or resources, but helps you in terms of planning, in learning what works and what doesn't work, and in recording the actions that you have taken.
By the end of this issue, you will hopefully be better informed about the reasons why empowering communities and working with them to improve their eye health is so important, and about practical ways in which you can do this.
Including community approaches in your work has the potential to make sure that every community receives the best eye care possible, in a way that is tailored to their specifi c needs and situation.
Knowing what you, as a provider of eye care, should do, is of course importantas is providing high quality services. But to really improve eye health for everyone in the community, it is crucial to listen to communities, ask the right questions, understand their health-seeking behaviour and their knowledge about eye health, and work together with them on solutions.
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